Structural priming creates structural persistence. That is, differences in experience with syntax can change subsequent language performance, and the changes can be observed in both language production and comprehension. However, the effects in comprehension and production appear to differ. In comprehension, persistence is typically found when the verbs are the same in primes and targets; in production, persistence occurs without verb overlap. The contrast suggests a theoretically important hypothesis: parsing in comprehension is lexically driven while formulation in production is structurally driven. A major weakness in this hypothesis about comprehension-production differences is that its empirical motivation rests on the outcomes of experiments in which the priming manipulations differ, the primed sentence structures differ, and the measures of priming differ. To sharpen the comparison, we examined structural persistence with and without verb overlap in both reading comprehension and spoken production, using the same prime presentation procedure, the same syntactic structures, the same sentences, and the same participants. These methods yielded abstract structural persistence in comprehension as well as production. A measure of the strength of persistence revealed significant effects of priming and verb overlap without significant comprehension-production differences. This argues for uniformity in the structural mechanisms of language processing.
1. Introduction
Using language
Fundamental to the explanation of how humans communicate is an understanding of the mental processes that support language comprehension and production. A crucial requirement of successful communication is that speakers and listeners can access similar information about words and how words combine to express an idea. Thus, English listeners understand English speakers because they make use of shared knowledge about English words and syntactic rules. The same listeners experience speech in unknown languages as meaningless streams of sound. The simple difference is that knowing the speaker's language allows the listener to develop an idea that is similar enough to the speaker's that communication occurs. How this happens remains a mystery. How can an idea become sound, and sound become a vestige of the same idea? In the current study, we tested a hypothesis about what the syntactic systems of language production and comprehension do to make this feat possible.
Given how little we know about the relationship between language comprehension and language production, the simplest workable alternatives are obvious: Speakers and listeners call on similar information in http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2014.04.002 0010-0277/Ó 2014 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
